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Section I - The Past is Our Future / The Past is Not Our Future 
 
Chapter 4 
 
The Pursuit of Happiness:  
Music Access in 21st Century America 
 
Carla E. Aguilar 
Metropolitan State University of Denver, Denver, Colorado, USA 
caguil13@msudenver.edu 
 
Abstract 
 
This chapter describes policy mechanisms that can be revised to support “music making 
by all.” Aguilar starts with the normative claim that engagement in music education in 
elementary, secondary, and post-secondary institutions should encompass opportunities for a 
range of music-making experiences, especially those experiences that may be ignored or 
marginalized because of the traditional structure of post-secondary institutions. Broadening 
choices for musical engagement may provide greater relevance, as well as increased access and 
participation in learning music by all and for all.   
 
 
In a multicultural society in which various 
spheres of musical validity coexist, the 
question of whose music is to be taught in 
state-supported schools has political and 
musical ramifications and important policy 
implications: Should school music be 
characterized by musical pluralism or 
monism? Will the views of the cultural 
establishment be taught exclusively, or will 
other musical perspectives be included? and 
Which particular musics shall be 
incorporated within the curriculum? 
 (Jorgensen, 1997)1   
Introduction 
  
The National Association for Music 
Education espouses the mission, “To 
advance music education by promoting the 
understanding and making of music by all.”2  
Yet, to have opportunities for “making music 
by all,” the definition of what counts as 
music and music education needs to 
broaden to include additional opportunities 
for engaging in music beyond band, 
orchestra, and choir. Kratus notes that 
American music programs in elementary, 
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secondary, and post-secondary institutions 
have not changed much in the last half 
century.3 Calls to update music education in 
schools date back to the Tanglewood 
Symposium in 1967, where the then Music 
Educators National Conference (currently 
the National Association for Music 
Education or NAfME), along with other 
professionals related to music education,4 
brought together a variety of participants to 
discuss music education in contemporary 
American society and to make 
recommendations for the field. One 
important artifact from this meeting was the 
Tanglewood Declaration in which eight 
statements were outlined as basis for future 
work in music education. Of those eight 
statements, one is of importance to this 
chapter: “Music of all periods, styles, forms, 
and cultures belongs in the curriculum. The 
musical repertory should be expanded to 
involve music of our time in its rich variety, 
including currently popular teenage music 
and avant-garde music, American folk music, 
and the music of other cultures.”5 This 
statement indicates that these professionals 
and practitioners believed that all music 
practices were important enough to be 
included as a part of the curriculum of music 
education. Since that time there have been 
expansions in music making opportunities, 
but on the whole little has changed.  
 
 
Thesis  
 
The purpose of this chapter is to 
describe mechanisms, thorough policy or 
other means, that could be revised and 
updated to support access to music 
education through a variety of experiences, 
especially in elementary, secondary, and 
post-secondary institutions, in order to 
provide support for “music making by all.” 
Choices for engagement in music education 
should encompass opportunities for a range 
of music-making experiences, especially 
those music-making experiences that may 
be ignored or marginalized due to not being 
part of the traditional manner in which 
music is learned in post-secondary 
institutions.6 Broadening choices for musical 
engagement may provide greater relevance, 
as well as increased access and participation 
in learning music by all.  
 
The policies that both support and 
discourage teaching music in a variety of 
means across all levels are both hard and 
soft policies.7 Hard policies are those 
“compulsory requirements such as 
accreditation standards and government 
mandates”8 by which public teaching 
institutions abide. Soft policies, on the other 
hand, are those policies that “influence 
music teachers’ perceptions, values, and 
personal goals”9 and may include curricula, 
scheduling, text and music choices, and 
ensemble offerings. Because “. . . the public 
has entrusted the work of teaching the 
young to educational policymakers, 
administrators, and teachers”10 it is critical 
that educational policies and policies that 
impact teacher education are considered. 
Understanding the typical means of musical 
engagement in elementary and secondary 
schools, as well as the typical means of 
learning music by pre-service educators in 
post-secondary institutions provides the 
groundwork for what policies need to 
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change to meet the needs of the 21st 
century student engaged with music.  
 
 
Music Education in Elementary 
and Secondary Schools  
 
Many elementary and secondary 
students depend on their public school 
experience to provide access to learning 
music, and the privileging of a particular 
kind of music may inadvertently exclude 
some individuals from participating in 
learning and performing music.11 Where the 
Tanglewood Declaration12 espoused support 
for a variety of music making experiences, 
public schools have been slow to respond. In 
2008, Abril and Gault found that of the 
secondary music programs they surveyed in 
the United States (n=540), 93% offered 
band, 88% offered choir, and 42% offered 
orchestra.13 While 55% of these secondary 
schools reported offering a jazz/rock 
ensemble, it is unclear how these genres of 
music were defined by those who 
participated in the survey. Principals 
reported additional music making 
opportunities (e.g. general music, theory, 
guitar, piano/keyboard, music technology, 
composition, and mariachi ensemble), but 
less than 50% of the schools surveyed 
offered such courses. While Abril and Gault 
found that most schools offer band and 
choir, Elpus and Abril found that only 21% of 
American high school seniors participated in 
these ensembles.14 This finding suggests 
that nearly 80% of high school seniors are 
not participating in music ensembles. While 
the reasons that individuals do not 
participate in ensemble could be numerous, 
one reason could be that the ensemble 
offerings do not meet the interests of those 
secondary students who choose not 
participate because of a “tendency to 
exclude or deemphasize music of ethnic 
minorities and some forms of popular 
music.”15 In discussing in-school and out-of-
school, Jorgensen notes that “youth may 
pick up musical knowledge informally . . . 
and without access to quality . . . instruction 
. . . may be limited to a narrow range of 
musical expression.”16 Greater diversity in 
learning music and ensemble offerings may 
invite an opportunity for greater 
participation and access to learn and study 
music. 
 
The origination of teaching music 
was an outgrowth of preservation of musical 
traditions17 and Humphreys argues that, 
“popular music should be taught for a host 
of historical, social, and humanitarian 
reasons, the most important being ‘because 
it is the music of our time,’ not to mention 
place.”18 Jorgensen further supports this 
stating, “Each generation needs to renew 
education and culture for its particular time 
and place. . . .”19 With reference back to the 
Tanglewood Declaration,20 the idea was to 
expand the opportunities for access and 
engagement with music. Teaching students 
to perform in non-traditional musical styles 
becomes a way to understand the music of 
the present day and to preserve it as an 
important part of our time and place, as we 
have to those pieces of music that are still 
performed as part of the canon. 
 
Soft policies, such as curricular 
course offerings, play a role in sustaining the 
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status quo of ensemble offerings in 
elementary and secondary schools. 
However, the soft policy of choices of 
ensembles may be marginalizing and 
excluding groups of individuals who might 
choose to participate in music.21 While 
traditional ensembles make up the majority 
of the music teaching that occurs at the 
secondary level,22 Hebert and Campbell 
argue that “Popular music . . . may be 
among the most powerful discourses 
available to students.”23 Randles 
acknowledges that “teachers and students 
must work within systems that are 
sometimes predetermined . . . trying to do 
what is best for their students.”24 In their 
study, Davis and Blair indicated that K-12 
students “demonstrated sophisticated 
musical understanding” when engaging with 
popular music in school settings.25 This 
increased sophistication may be due to the 
familiarity that K-12 students have with 
popular music. “Popular music has a 
pervasive and undeniable influence on the 
daily life of young people . . . . Curricular 
policy that provides little or no exposure to 
the study of rock music within schools may 
serve to alienate students.”26 
 
Mantie argues that “To ‘teach’ 
popular music is not synonymous with 
‘using’ popular music” and “The failure to 
recognize this distinction contributes to 
inequalities of voice.”27 Mantie is suggesting 
that popular music in music education 
deserves to be taught for the sake of 
understanding and performing popular 
music. Using popular music in a traditional 
ensemble is a way to bring some experience 
with the genre, but this is not the same as 
learning to perform popular music. Davis 
and Blair argue that “The use of popular 
music may provide a unique opportunity to 
develop pedagogic relationships by honoring 
students’ musical values. . . .”28 While 
research outlines that some students are 
engaged with performing in traditional 
ensembles, these do not meet the interests 
of all students.29 Jorgensen suggests that 
musical practice should reflect the society.30 
Opportunities to engage with popular music 
or music in other non-traditional ways may 
provide an entry point to fostering musical 
understanding.  
 
Standards are another soft policy 
that governs some of the aspects of the 
teaching of music education.31 Where the 
previous National Standards32 related to 
music outlined a list of nine skills that 
musicians were expected to know and be 
able to do,33 the current National Core Arts 
Standards narrows the list to a common set 
of ideas relating to all arts disciplines: 
creating, performing/presenting/producing, 
responding, and connecting.34 The authors 
of the Core Arts Standards also attempt to 
make room for a variety of music making 
experiences by specifically including these 
expectations in a variety of means: 
harmonizing instruments, composition and 
theory, traditional and emerging ensembles, 
and technology. There is no research, 
however, on how enumerating these means 
for making music has expanded music 
making opportunities in elementary or 
secondary music or suggested to the field of 
music education that the traditional means 
of music making need to be broadened. 
While the National Standards have been 
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viewed as a political boon for music 
education, standardization in this way may 
limit a teacher’s ability to diversify the 
curriculum because any imagination or 
innovation may not neatly fit into the 
specifics outlined by the National Standards 
and therefore may not be considered or 
included in instructional practice.35   
 
 
Pre-Service Music Education  
 
Most secondary music opportunities 
are in traditional ensembles, such as band, 
orchestra, and choir; therefore the 
individuals who choose to study music 
education at the post-secondary level are 
often products of these traditional music 
performance opportunities.36 Because those 
students who choose to study music at the 
post-secondary level typically come from 
these traditional ensemble experiences to 
institutions that elevate and support these 
same kinds of ensemble experiences, music 
education students often have a difficult 
time imagining and developing other music-
making experiences for students to 
consider.  
 
The National Association of Schools 
of Music (NASM) is the arbiter of the 
majority of hard policies that are influencing 
the training of pre-service teachers in music 
units across the United States. Their 
Handbook, updated annually, provides 
music units with the expectations of training 
pre-service teachers, including the percent 
of time spend on learning music (at least 
50%), professional skills (15-20%), and 
general studies (30-35%).37 Currently, in the 
typical formal study of music at the post-
secondary level, individuals usually choose 
an instrument in which to specialize. Using 
this instrument, individuals audition and 
once accepted into a program, they typically 
enroll in private lessons. Private lessons 
facilitate greater proficiency on the chosen 
instrument by providing the opportunity for 
the individual to learn specific techniques 
and skills associated with performing on this 
instrument.  
 
The NASM Handbook outlines the 
expectation of private lessons.  
Institutions are responsible for providing 
sufficient lessons, classes, ensembles, 
requirements and opportunities to 
experience repertory . . . to develop the 
common body of knowledge and skills listed 
below and to ensure that students meet 
graduation requirements associated with 
their specializations.38  
 
Wang and Humphreys acknowledge 
that students studying music in post-
secondary institutions spend a “generous 
share of . . . music study . . . devoted to 
learning a principal instrument.”39 
Traditional ensemble experiences associated 
with their specific instrument are also part 
of the typical performance experience. 
Alongside private lessons, these individuals 
are typically enrolled in classes of music 
theory and musicology that inform and 
support the broad understanding of the field 
of music. Both music theory and musicology 
provide some conceptual context for those 
individuals studying music. Once an 
individual completes the typical 
undergraduate degree, they have gained a 
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level of proficiency on the instrument of 
their choosing and have a general 
understanding of conceptual information 
related to the field of music.  
 
While post-secondary institutions are 
often thought of as places of innovation and 
creativity, within specific content areas 
there can be differences in the level of 
progressiveness and conservatism, 
especially related to the curriculum. Music, 
and music education specifically, may be 
considered one of the most conservative 
disciplines, with curriculum that has looked 
basically the same for the past fifty years.40 
Hebert suggests that teacher education 
programs are among the slowest domains in 
higher education to respond to new 
developments.41 Powell, Kriken, and Pingato 
point out the concerns with music teacher 
training programs being too restrictive with 
the number of credits, along with required 
music history, music theory, and 
performance courses that revolve around 
European music traditions, including concert 
and marching bands, orchestras, and 
choirs.42 One reason for this slowness to 
change or implement innovation may be 
policies from accrediting organizations like 
National Association for Schools of Music 
(NASM). While not explicitly prescriptive to 
specific courses, the NASM Handbook 
codifies competencies that are most closely 
aligned with European art music and the 
competencies do not explicitly make room 
for contemporary practices in music.43 This 
means that music education degrees look 
basically the same across the United States.  
 
While not overly specific, the NASM 
Handbook outlines the kinds of courses that 
pre-service teachers should take, including 
participation in vocal and instrumental 
ensembles. The language in the Handbook is 
purposefully vague: “Ensembles should be 
varied both in size and nature,”44 which 
allows particular institutions to determine 
the number and type of ensembles in which 
students may perform. However, the 
tradition of band, choir, and orchestra 
ensembles seems to be the experience most 
prevalent in pre-service education. 
Jorgensen notes, “Individuals within a 
particular sphere of musical validity may 
tend to adopt musical mores that change 
more slowly than [contemporary] musical 
fashion, believing that their particular 
beliefs and actions are superior to others 
not within their sphere.”45 This statement 
suggests that changing the paradigm of 
ensembles in post-secondary institutions 
may be slow or challenged by those whose 
spheres of musical validity are currently 
being implemented. Kruse argues that 
current undergraduate musicians engage 
with contemporary music practices, but that 
these practices have not been included in 
collegiate level curricula.46 The musical 
concepts and skills that are taught in 
traditional ensembles could be taught in 
different ensemble experiences. Wang and 
Humphreys suggest that including non-
western or popular music performance 
ensembles as part of the undergraduate 
curriculum would provide “more . . . 
balance.”47 In addition, they suggest that 
expanded ensemble offerings might be 
more effective in increasing student 
participation in music than altering the 
repertoire of traditional ensembles.  
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In their study of students in a 
secondary general music methods class, 
Davis and Blair found that these future 
teachers were unlikely to approach using 
popular music because they felt unprepared 
and because they lacked resources to 
incorporate popular music into their 
curricula.48 Private lessons study have a 
natural connection to performing in an 
ensemble setting. Performing in an 
ensemble is one place where students learn 
to engage with other musicians, conductors, 
and learn to perform cohesively. Yet, 
traditional ensemble settings, including 
chamber ensembles, are not the only places 
where students can learn such skills. These 
skills can be learned and applied in non-
traditional and popular music ensembles, 
even on their primary instruments. Some of 
the numerous hours devoted to studies in 
music could be diverted to non-traditional 
ensembles in an effort to diversify the 
musical experiences of the students. If most 
of the music performing experiences that 
undergraduate students have are in 
traditional ensembles, why would they 
consider other means for teaching music? 
How can we foster “making music by all” 
when pre-service teachers are only taught 
the means for making music that appeal to 
20% of high school seniors?  
 
 
Multi-musicality  
 
I believe that one way to manifest an 
array of music-making experiences at the 
elementary and secondary level is through 
more diverse ensemble experiences for 
those who are learning to be music 
teachers. While pre-service teacher 
education students who choose to study 
music typically learn to perform one style of 
music very well, they are not often afforded 
opportunities to learn to perform music in a 
variety of settings. Using their musical skills 
on a primary instrument (or possibly a 
secondary instrument) in alternative 
performing situations may contribute to 
greater ability and versatility in performing 
on their primary instrument, thereby 
increasing the multi-musicality of the 
student. This increased multi-musicality may 
be an impetus to developing additional 
music making experiences at the elementary 
and secondary level where a greater level of 
access to music-making can be achieved. 
This may be a means of transforming music 
education where there is opportunity for 
change in “beliefs, values, and attitudes.”49  
 
The term “multi-musical” was used 
by Randles which he defines as “being able 
to function as a reader of notation and as a 
vernacular music maker.”50 I would extend 
this definition further: being multi-musical 
means that a person can function as a 
performer, listener, composer/arranger, 
and/or historian in many different musical 
contexts. Jorgensen supports the idea of 
multi-musicality through her writing on 
spheres of musical validity where she states 
that “Individuals may be members of several 
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spheres of musical validity simultaneously 
and in different relationship to each 
sphere.”51 Further, as it relates to music 
teacher education, being multi-musical 
means that individuals who have the 
opportunity to perform in different 
ensembles can imagine mechanisms to 
initiate and support music experience from 
a variety of performance settings. Most 
post-secondary institutions have numerous 
traditional music ensembles (defined as 
band, orchestra, and choir) in which 
students may participate, but access to 
other types of ensemble opportunities (i.e. 
popular music, jazz ensembles, non-Western 
music ensembles) may be limited. Some 
undergraduate music education students 
personally engage in music-making that falls 
outside of these traditional experiences on 
their own time, but they often have limited 
outlets within post-secondary institutions in 
which to learn about or perform in a popular 
or non-traditional experience. 
 
Developing pre-service educators 
who have multi-musicality uses the typical 
structure of the undergraduate music 
program but expands the performance and 
learning opportunities to include 
experiences beyond traditional instruments 
and traditional ensemble experiences. If an 
institution were to take on a multi-musical 
framework in teaching and learning music, 
individual students would still likely 
specialize in one particular instrument but 
would also have an opportunity to learn 
additional instruments through private or 
small group instruction.52 Students would 
gain technical skills and knowledge on these 
additional instruments to have a modest 
level of proficiency to perform and teach 
these instruments. In addition, students 
would have the chance to participate in 
ensembles associated with these additional 
instruments, so as to gain experience in how 
ensembles beyond their specialized 
instrument function and to have a 
framework for supporting and implementing 
such ensembles in a secondary setting. 
While some may suggest that these kinds of 
experiences are happening in typical 
undergraduate music education degrees, I 
would suggest that we need to extend the 
instrument learning opportunities further to 
include vernacular instruments, such as 
guitar, bass, drum set, keyboard, computer, 
popular music vocals, and technology. The 
ensemble performance experiences 
associated with learning these instruments 
would be more closely associated with 
popular music styles. These experiences, 
would give pre-service teachers 
opportunities to learn how to perform with 
popular music ensembles. In addition, pre-
service teachers could learn to use their 
primary instrument in popular music 
ensemble settings. These performing and 
ensemble experiences could be the way in 
which pre-service teachers consider 
providing additional access to music 
learning.  
 
 
Conclusion  
 
In order to better serve students 
with interest in music beyond traditional 
ensembles, pre-service educators need 
experiences that will help them expand 
musical offerings in secondary schools. 
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Given the opportunity, it seems that K-12 
students can successfully engage with music 
making beyond the traditional ensemble 
setting learning skills such as improvisation, 
composition, and arrangement.53 But 
interest in additional musical opportunities 
from the teacher or the student is only a 
part of the equation; music educators will 
be more effective in implementing a variety 
of music making opportunities if they 
themselves have had experience in 
ensembles that they are interested in 
facilitating.54 This means that pre-service 
educators need formal opportunities to 
participate, consider, and engage in non-
traditional ensembles to learn ways to 
conceive of and facilitate such experiences 
when they are in the field teaching. While 
traditional ensembles may make up a 
majority of the current teaching 
opportunities, expanded pre-service 
ensemble experiences can lead to greater 
musical engagement from the K-12 student 
population.  
  
The Tangelwood Symposium paved 
the way some fifty years ago for the field of 
music and music education to provide more 
expanded opportunities for engaging in 
music that included non-traditional 
ensemble experiences. However, updates to 
the post-secondary ensemble offerings have 
been slow to change. A few reasons for this 
may be related to concerns suggesting that 
performing in ensemble is an extension of 
the private lesson experience and that most 
current secondary teaching positions focus 
on teaching traditional ensembles; therefore 
pre-service teaching candidates should be 
prepared for these positions. In addition, 
organizations such as NASM have not made 
specific mention of non-traditional 
ensembles or popular music styles in their 
accreditation materials. However, a variety 
of musical practices, with their own 
validities and values, reflect a multiplicity of 
musical perspectives.55 Updating the 
understanding of musical validity may 
provide institutions with the needed 
supports to expand offerings to include non-
traditional ensembles.  
  
Changes to curriculum alone, 
however, will not be enough to change the 
landscape of developing multi-musicality 
among 21st-century musicians. Faculty in-
post secondary institutions need to 
understand the value of non-traditional 
music ensemble experiences. Musical skills 
that may be learned in non-traditional 
ensembles, such as composing and 
improvising, need to be valued and 
practiced as a part of being a musician in 
any field, especially those who are pre-
service music educators. Supporting 
experience on a secondary or tertiary 
instrument also needs to be valued. 
Additional opportunities to engage with 
tools in these ensembles, including 
technology, may provide ways for pre-
service teachers to learn to offer access to 
secondary students who have interests that 
differ from traditional ensemble 
experiences.  
 
In this chapter, I have stated that I 
believe that music ensemble offerings at the 
post-secondary level should be expanded to 
provide opportunities for pre-service music 
educators to learn to be multi-musical. 
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More diverse ensemble experiences will 
foster openings for these music teachers to 
develop and implement additional 
opportunities for engaging in music once 
they are out in the field. Learning multi-
musicality means that music teachers are 
better equipped to develop a variety of 
musical ensembles at the elementary and 
secondary level. These teachers can offer 
traditional ensembles and non-traditional 
ensembles because they have learned 
pedagogies, strategies, and resources to 
facilitate teaching such groups. With greater 
access to music learning, teachers provide a 
positive path for any student to engage with 
and learn music that is meaningful and 
relevant.  This is the essence of “making 
music by all.”  
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